Purpose: To verify and compare phonological awareness (PA) abilities of public and private school children in the literacy process. Methods: A test of phonological awareness (PA) was applied in 70 children in the first grade of elementary school (35 students from public school and 35 from private school) at the beginning (pretest) and end (posttest) of the school year. Results: All children showed improvement in their performance when compared pre and posttest. In the pretest, the best scores were observed in the syllable level and in rhymes; however, comparing the pre with the posttests, the phonemic level showed the most significant improvement rates in the whole sample. The private school children had higher scores in most tests applied, as well as a higher total number of points compared to public school children in the pre and posttest. There was a decrease in the difference of the PA performance between schools at the end of the school year. Conclusion: All children showed improvement in PA skills with literacy process, although children from private schools had better performance, especially in the pretest, which can be a sign of the socioeconomic influence in the development of these skills. Syllabic and rhymes skills were developed before the literacy process and phonemic awareness skills were developed concurrently with this process. Also this study lays emphasis on the importance of the instruction in public schools in reducing the discrepancy between the abilities of these schools at the end of the school year, in this sample.
INTRODUCTION
It is during the pre-school and early school years that children learn to read and write, developing the ability to pay attention to the speech, analyzing it in different segments, which are phonemes, syllables and words (1) . Awareness of the segmented nature of the speech, which derives from the ability to think and reflect consciously on the language itself, is called phonological awareness (PA). It is defined as a set of skills ranging from simple global perception of word length and phonological similarity between them, to the segmentation and manipulation of syllables and phonemes, developing gradually, as the child becomes aware of sound system of language (2) .
Studies presented in the literature emphasize the importance of PA in the literacy process and the construction of written language, as well as the use of phonological awareness activities in a preventive or rehabilitation way (1) (2) (3) . However, there are controversies (4) when is discussed the influence of this ability in the process of literacy in the early grades, questioning whether there is a causal relationship, a relationship of effect, or a relationship of reciprocal causality. Some authors consider PA as a predictor of performance in reading, with higher prevalence of deficits linked to socioeconomic conditions, due to the stimulation and contact with reading material and writing from pre-school (5, 6) . Authors suggest that sociocultural factors exert negative influence on child development (7) . The aim of this study was to verify and compare PA abilities of students from public and private schools in the literacy process. The study included 70 children, students from the first grade of elementary school, being 35 students from public school and 35 from private school, aged between 6 and 7 years old. The schools were located in the same neighborhood in the city of Bauru (SP). There were included in the sample children without apparent vision problems, hearing and / or learning, as reported by their teachers in an interview with the researcher before data collection. Children who had any of these problems were not included in the sample. There was prior authorization from the State Department of Education (public school) and the school management of both schools (public and private). Parents and/ or guardians of the participants signed a consent form authorizing the participation of children in the study.
METHODS
The procedures described below were applied in classrooms provided by school managements (public and private). Data were collected at the beginning of the school year (February), when the children had not yet gone through the process of literacy (pretest) and at the end of the school year (November), when they had gone through great part of this process (posttest).
For assessment of phonological awareness was used the assessment test for Phonological Awareness (ATPA) (8) . This procedure, of individual application, contains six subtests: identifying rhymes, counting syllables, matching initial phonemes, counting phoneme, comparing the length of the words and representing phonemes with letters. The maximum score for each task is five points, so there is a maximum score of 30 points. In each school, the both assessment times (beginning and end of the school year), the children were taken to a room where there were arranged tables and chairs (desks). Each child sat down at his/her desk, in order to individually perform the test, receiving a pencil, an eraser and a tests book prepared by compilation of tests sheets. We presented a set of demo pages to explain to students how ATPA should be done.
The results were subjected to quantitative, qualitative and comparative analysis verifying the level of significance of the differences found on them. We used the Mann-Whitney test in the comparative statistical analysis, in the comparison of performance between schools at the beginning and end of the year and the Wilcoxon test, comparing the performance of the sample in each test, also at the beginning and end of year. For both statistical tests we used the significance level p<0.05.
RESULTS
In total, the sample comprised 70 children, 37 boys and 33 girls (18 boys and 17 girls from public school, 19 boys and 16 girls from private school).
The average score for each test, on percentage and also the maximum total number of points obtained in the pretest and posttest in both children form the public and private school, are shown in Tables 1 and 2 , respectively.
It was observed that there was a significant improvement in performance (p<0.05) between pre and posttest in tests 1 (identifying rhymes), 2 (counting syllables), 4 (counting phonemes), 5 (comparing the length of the words), 6 (representing phonemes with letters) and in the total points for the public school children. In the tests 2 (counting syllables), 3 (combining initial phonemes), 4 (counting phonemes), 5 (comparing the length of the words) , 6 (representing phonemes with letters) and in the total points for children in private schools.
The comparison of the values obtained, in percentage, for the children of the public school and private school in each of the phonological awareness tests applied at pretest and posttest, and in the total amount of the test is shown in Table 3 .
The public school children had an average accuracy of 89.4%, while the private school children had an average of 95.2%. In the statistical analysis, we note that the difference was significant between the performance of children in public and private schools in the overall performance of the test.
Comparing the pretest to posttest, we found that all the children in the sample improved performance in all tests, although this improvement was more marked in children from private school.
In the total score on the test, the private school children showed better results than those of public school children (89% and 95% in the pre-and posttest, respectively, versus 74% and 89%), but it was noted that the difference between the results were much lower in the posttest than at the pretest. However, in both situations, all children in the sample had a significant improvement in the total score of the test (Figure 1 ).
DISCUSSION
In the present study, we observed that the performance of phonological awareness was significantly improved with the acquisition of literacy in all children in the sample. This analysis could be made by comparing the performance of all children in each event in the pre and posttest in both schools, where there was a difference in most tests, except for test 1 (Identifying rhymes), in private school, in which children had already had a high success rate in the pretest, and test 3 (matching initial phonemes) in public school. According to the literature, the performance of PA enhances skills up as education increases (9) . The basic skills of PA develop before the process of literacy and other, more complex, are developed concurrently with this process (9) . In relation to this information, the results of this study showed that the best performance achieved in the pretest, for all children in the sample occurred in tests involving syllabic rhymes and skills. This confirms the results of another study (10) , which pointed out that some skills are more precocious than others, and sensitivity to rhymes is already present in very young children (3 years old) and the ability to segment words into syllables is observable in children from 4 years old. Confirming this information, other authors (11) showed that during the three grades of elementary school, there was no significant difference in the skills of awareness and syllabic rhymes, but there was difference in phonemic awareness.
Thus, the results of this study indicate that the best performance of all children in the skills of rhyming and syllable count and worse performance in phonemic awareness activities agreed with the literature (12, 13) , which states that phonemic tasks are acquired later the syllabic. The phonemic segmentation requires the discovery of minimal units that do not separate the continuous chain of speech and, even at this level of targeting, some tasks are more difficult than others, depending on the segmental structure presented (14) . The fact that the children in this sample have developed skills in phonological awareness, literacy, especially involving phonemic awareness, as described, can relate to the event that, at the same time that phonetic awareness only develops with literacy, the acquisition of reading and writing that consciousness depends on the phoneme to assign him a sign, the grapheme. However, phonemic awareness and knowledge of grapheme-phoneme correspondences go in parallel in order to have mastery of the principles of the alphabetic system (15) , which was also observed in this study, i.e., to the improvement of phonemic awareness skills there was improvement in phoneme-grapheme (test 6), in comparison with the pretest posttest.
Studies report that children who have undergone a training phonological awareness could score better on tests of phonological awareness and evolved in the development stage of writing (3, 16) . Children who have been through the process and literacy levels are syllabic-alphabetic and alphabetic, perform better on tests of phonological awareness than children who are not yet literate (17) , i.e., that are in the pre-syllabic and syllabic, which also agrees with the present study.
Therefore, in this study, it can be stated that there is a positive correlation between the development of phonemic awareness and improve the writing skills of the same, as when children come to have greater ability to perform a combination of the initial phonemes of words and phoneme score was also observed improvement in the representation of phonemes for the graphemes, or the ability to write words has been improved. Thus, phonological awareness is an important component for beginning readers (1, 17, 18) . From this point of discussion, we will discuss the differences in performance of PA between the public and private schools. An important finding of this study was the observation that children in private schools already had knowledge of phonemic level in the pretest because fared well on the combination of initial phonemes (test 4) and representation of phonemes for letters (test 6) undeveloped skill in public school children, those being the only skills that differed among the schools, although private school children have shown a better performance in all the tests of the pretest. However, it was observed that in the posttest, the evidence involving phonemic level were those that had the highest rate of improvement, especially in public schools.
Based on these findings, it can be said that the majority of children in private schools was already literate in the pretest because the test 6 (representing phonemes with letters), there was a high average accuracy, which did not occur in public school. A similar study also showed that literate children demonstrate greater phonological skills and pretest external factors such as socioeconomic status, cultural level, little stimulation in the teaching, learning and distortion and grade/ age seem to contribute to poor performance of phonological awareness (19) . Thus, the fact that children in private schools already have better performance in phonological awareness that public school children at the beginning of the first series, mainly regarding phonemic awareness, allows two considerations: the first is the influence of socioeconomic factors on basic skills of phonological awareness and the second is the possibility that in the pre-school, private school children have received more stimulation for the development of these skills, not just in school but also in the home environment. So, this is a field that can be explored in future research.
The literature describes factors that seem to influence the overall school learning, such as family income, maternal depression, number of family members (20) , resource availability (appropriate games and toys), exposure to reading in the home environment (21) , education and parental age (22) . Following this reasoning, from the familiar aspects, exposure to reading in the home environment, is quite relevant to the children's school performance (21) , specifically contributing to word recognition (23) and the development of phonological awareness, one of the best predictors of reading proficiency (24) . Thus, if the reading experience of the parents is not good, with personal history of school difficulties, linked to a low level of education, may be more difficult these parents act as mediators and stimulating the process of learning to read and write their children (7) , which is possibly related to the difference found in the pretest, the phonological awareness among the public and private schools.
Another important finding in this study was that in the posttest, the difference in performance between private and public schools occurred only in test 4 (counting phonemes), with better performance in the private school. As previously described, the pretest, there were differences between schools in the test 4 and test 6 (representing phonemes with letters). Whereas the results of this study demonstrated that teaching public school downplayed the initial difference in performance between schools CF, we understand that, especially in Brazilian public schools, teachers must be prepared to deal with the diversity of socio-cultural environments and knowledge base of children (25) . Therefore, one can say that the school aspects such as the quality of teachers and / or teaching methods, have an impact on reading and writing skills of children in the early grades of schooling (26) . One study (27) demonstrated that the gains produced by the training of phonological awareness and phoneme-matching graph of children of low socioeconomic status were greater than the gains of children of middle socioeconomic status. The authors explain this finding with the fact that children with higher socioeconomic status have other resources to solve their difficulties, as the family or teachers reinforcement, and children of low socioeconomic status do not have a family structure that encourages reading and writing, in other words, do not have an alternative source of information (in this case, family) that meets the educational failure and to provide basic instructions correspondence between letters and sounds. According to the authors, the study cited offers schools an intervention procedure which constitutes an economic resource and effective aid to literacy of their students.
Another similar study (28) showed that a few months after the end of a training program for PA in preschoolers of public and private schools in the following school year (1st grade), between the experimental and control groups of private school the significant difference in performance on phonological awareness and reading in terms disappeared, leading us to believe that this has been due to the potential of enriching family environment of children in private school, during the holidays. Already in the public school students, after this vacation, it was observed that the significant difference between the experimental and control groups in performance on phonological awareness and reading test remained. The results demonstrated the importance of phonological awareness training for public school students (who do not have that family support for educational reasons and social), as a prerequisite for understanding the alphabetic principle.
The results found in this study, the pre and posttest showed that in our sample, children from private schools performed better in all tests and the total number of points in the two situations. These results were similar to those found in another study, in which the private school children performed better on subtests handling syllabic, syllabic transposition and total scores on the phonological awareness test (29) . Although there is extensive literature on the development of PA skills, the socioeconomic and cultural factors that influence the development of these skills and also relate to difficulties in reading and writing, are poorly defined and explored in the scientific community, which should be the focus of future studies. It is known that the environment is important because it provides stimuli and enables experiences fundamental to the development of language, including written language as the primary means of social interaction (23, 24) . However, evidence-based strategies in development of phonological awareness and their interrelationship with socioeconomic factors need to be disclosed for education professionals (11) , with relevant training such skills as early as possible, when any difficulty is detected, because children with phonological awareness difficulties (e.g., the ability to rhyme) appear to be a group of risk for problems in reading development (30) .
CONCLUSION
All children in the sample showed improvement in phonological awareness with literacy process. Skills and abilities on syllabic rhymes developed before the process of literacy and phonemic awareness skills were developed concurrently with this process, pointing out the strict link between phonological awareness skills and the developmental stages of reading and writing.
The private school children showed improved phonological awareness skills in early literacy, especially regarding phonemic awareness, which is an indication of the influence of socioeconomic factors in the development of phonological awareness. The reduction of the discrepancy between the abilities of these schools at the end of the school year due to teaching public school. Thus, it is suggested that the socioeconomic and cultural aspects in the development of phonological awareness is the subject of future studies and further investigated.
